Transformational leadership, generally considered as a desirable leadership style, has positive effects on various performance outcomes of employees; however, its productivity has been called into question because of a relative neglect of its negative aspects. Addressing this gap, an attempt at rethinking the relationship between transformational leadership and employee performance is important. The paradoxical perspective indicates that conflicting positive and negative effects of transformational leadership can coexist, which provides possibility and rationality for thorough consideration of employees' task performance influenced by transformational leaders. Integrating the principle of diminishing marginal utility and the "Too-Much-ofa-Good-Thing (TMGT)" effect, this research explores an inverted U-shaped relationship between transformational leadership and employee task performance. Furthermore, applying social cognitive theory, we assume an employee's proactive personality moderates the curvilinear influence of transformational leadership on employees' task performance. As expected, results from a study of data from 209 supervisorsubordinate relationships from China showed that the inverted U-shaped relationship between transformational leadership and employees' task performance was moderated by employees' proactive personality. Theoretical and practical implications are discussed.
Introduction
Transformational leadership has been one of the most important researched topics of the past few decades since Burns (1978) introduced its concept (Ng 2017) . Transformational leadership draws the attention of scholars because of its difference with traditional leadership styles such as directive or transactional leadership (Judge and Piccolo 2004; Kark et al. 2018) . Transformational leaders can become role models who are admired, respected and trusted, disburse attention to followers' self-development process, encourage innovation by questioning, refraining, and solving old problems through new methods, and inspire to transcend their personal interests for organizational interests (Avolio and Bass 2002; Bass 1990) . Substantial evidence has shown that transformational leaders influence the expression of subordinates' emotions, attitudes and behaviors (Bass 1997; Judge and Piccolo 2004; Liao and Chuang 2007; Bednall et al. 2018) . Specifically, the overwhelming majority of studies hold that transformational leadership and desirable individual and organizational outcomes produce a positive linear relationship. For instance, transformational leadership is positively related to emotional intelligence (Brown and Reilly 2008) , task performance (Walumbwa et al. 2008; Wang et al. 2005) , organizational citizenship behaviors (Podsakoff et al. 1990 ), organizational commitment (Avolio et al. 2004 ), occupational safety (Barling et al. 2002) , team performance (Dionne et al. 2004; Zhang et al. 2011 ) and team innovation (Eisenbeiss et al. 2008) . According to the notion of "the more, the better," transformational leadership, as a widely accepted beneficial antecedent variable, leads to beneficial consequences.
However, some scholars have indicated that in all seemingly monotonic positive relations there may exist context-specific inflection points which provide clues that previous research has failed to investigate the nature of transformational leadership comprehensively (Grant and Schwartz 2011; Pierce and Aguinis 2011; Bednall et al. 2018) . Indeed, emerging empirical literature has revealed mixed and diverse relationships between transformational leadership and favorable behavior outcomes, including positive (Gong et al. 2009; Shin and Zhou 2003) , negative (Basu and Green 1997; Osborn and Marion 2009 ) and non-significant direct relationships (Jaussi and Dionne 2003) . These findings suggest that the accepted consensus with respect to the beneficial effects of transformational leadership on outcomes in the workplace are likely to be challenged. Some undesirable consequences of transformational leadership may exist under certain conditions, which have been overlooked in previous research. The inspired leadership may be a double-edged sword (Keeley 1995) . In particular, Porter and Bigley (2003) pointed out that transformational leadership could bring about some harmful consequences for organizations. If organizational members are influenced by the competing visions of different transformational leaders, role conflict and role ambiguity of employees could be an obstacle to improving performance and efficiency. Osborn and Marion (2009) demonstrated that transformational leadership is associated with negative performance based on the analysis of 473 individual surveys. In addition, Tourish (2013) argued that transformational leadership had two sides, "the bright side and the dark side." Lee et al. (2016) indicated that there was a curvilinear relationship between empowering leadership and employee task performance. Therefore, based on the consideration of both advantages and disadvantages coexisting in inspired leadership (Keeley Chen et al. Frontiers of Business Research in China (2018) 1995), we posit that there may be a potential curvilinear pattern in the relationship between transformational leadership and desirable outcomes in the workplace, including the nature of employee task performance. Nevertheless, empirical evidence for thoroughly exploring both the advantageous and disadvantageous roles of transformational leadership in engendering followers' organizational behaviors is scarce (Pieterse et al. 2010) . Furthermore, less clear is whether an optimal degree of transformational leadership practice exists in the organization of science. Predicting and explaining employee performance has historically been a considerable and complicated question in the field of organizational research (Barrick et al. 2013) . Numerous researchers suggest that performance is the ultimate dependent variable, if not its raison deter (Organ and Paine 1999) . To this end, the construct of employees' task performance is adopted as the model's outcome in any study which is influenced by transformational leadership. Specifically, considering this important yet unaddressed issue of the effects of transformational leadership on employee task performance, in this research we empirically examine the potential nonlinear relation (inverted U-shape) in the aforementioned relationship. We address the possibility of existence by adopting a paradoxical perspective confirming that conflicting positive and negative effects of transformational leadership can coexist (Smith and Lewis 2011) . Integrating the principle of diminishing marginal utility (referring to the more a benefit is enjoyed, the lower the marginal benefit of the next unit) and TMGT effect (e.g., "Too much of any good thing can lead to unexpected negative outcomes"), transformational leadership, as a typically beneficial antecedent, reaches an inflection point where the relationship with the favorable outcomes ceases to be linear and positive. Concretely, we consider when a leader engages in too many transformational behaviors, a downturn in expected outcome-task performance could occur.
Additionally, with respect to predicting and improving employee performance research, leadership studies rarely focus on the role of employees' meaningful individual differences in the process of leadership influence on their performance outcomes, while the personality literature neglects the significant influence of leadership (Frieder et al. 2018; Ostroff and Bowen 2016; Uhl-bien et al. 2004) . Perhaps by taking into account leaders' styles and followers' characteristics, we can better understand performance and suggest important implications for organizational management research and practice. In summary, for enriching employee performance research streams and overcoming a major weakness in each research stream, it is important to recognize two aspectsleaders and followers as causal agents who influence employees' own performance. Felfe and Schyns (2006) has already demonstrated that the perception of leadership is shaped by characteristics of the followers and follower personality characteristics may act as moderators of the relationships between transformational leadership and performance outcomes. A proactive personality is defined as "a dispositional construct that identifies differences among people in the extent to which they take action to influence their environments" (Bateman and Crant 1993, p.103) . Because proactive personality inspires individuals to master their own situations or context, the extent of proactive personality may be an important factor in the relationship between transformational leadership and performance. In particular, in the present study, we assume that in the process where transformational leadership influences employee performance, this is thought to be contingent upon the employees' proactive personality.
This research provides three key contributions to extant transformational leadership and proactive personality literature. First, we answer the fundamental question of "what is the relationship between transformational leadership and employee task performance?" We subscribe to the paradoxical perspective, the principle of diminishing marginal utility and the TMGT effect to demonstrate the inverted U-shaped relationship between transformational leadership and employee task performance. Furthermore, we find that the intermediate levels of transformational leadership may produce optimal task performance of employees which deepens our understanding of transformational leadership. Second, we explicitly investigate how subordinates' proactive personality moderates the curvilinear influence of transformational leadership on employee task performance. It is a response to calls for the examination of boundary conditions of curvilinear relationships more generally (Baer and Oldham 2006; Ren and Chadee 2017) . Third, in our model we simultaneously include transformational leadership as the antecedent of task performance and employees' proactive personality as moderator in the influence of transformational leadership on task performance which fills the research gap on leadership that has been heavily leader-focused but with little attention paid to followers as a differentiated group. Overall, this research not only enriches the theoretical knowledge, but also has practical value to management in going beyond the conventional linear relationship.
Literature review and hypotheses development

Transformational leadership
Transformational leaders transform their employees' personal values and self-concept into a higher level of organizational needs and aspirations (Avolio et al. 1999) . According to Avolio and Bass (1995) , transformational leadership has four dimensions. The first is individualized consideration, which is the degree to which a leader builds close relationships with employees and attends to followers' needs and differences, acts as a mentor or a coach to the followers, and listens to the followers' concerns. Intellectual stimulation is the degree to which the leader challenges assumptions, takes risks and stimulates followers to think about old problems in new ways. Inspirational motivation is the degree to which the leader articulates a vision that is appealing and inspiring to followers with high standards, communicates optimism about future goals and provides meaning for the task at hand. Idealized influence means that leaders are admired, respected and trusted, and emphasizes the importance of having a collective sense of mission. These behaviors are deemed more efficient in the "change and transformation" context.
Since the publication of Bass (1985) seminal work, a multitude of studies have documented pervasive and beneficial effects of transformational leadership on followers' attitudinal and motivational outcomes [e.g., job satisfaction (Braun et al. 2013) , satisfaction with leader (Bono and Judge 2003) , motivation (Charbonneau et al. 2001) , organizational commitment (Avolio et al. 2004) , effort (Weiß and Süß 2016) ], followers' behavioral outcome [e.g., performance (Wang et al. 2005) , creativity (Gong et al. 2009; Bednall et al. 2018) ] and leaders' outcomes [e.g., leader effectiveness (Erkutlu 2013) , leader job performance (Deinert et al. 2015) ]. For instance, transformational leadership is positively related to follower perceptions of organizational support, leader-member exchange, organizational justice, trust in a supervisor (Ahmad et al. 2008) , and psychological empowerment (Castro et al. 2008) , while transformational leadership is negatively associated with employee perceived job stress, burnout (Flaschner et al. 2006) , work-family conflict (Munir et al. 2012 ) and turnover (Tse et al. 2013) . Importantly, Seibert et al. (2011) argued that scholars have paid much attention to investigating transformational leadership because of its role in performance beyond expectations over the past quarter century. Therefore, the main content of transformational leadership literature is the potential performance implications of transformational leadership. Meanwhile, primary studies on transformational leadership have involved exploring the "beyond expectation" role of transformational leadership in performance across criterion types, levels of analysis, different study methods and in different settings. In terms of performance, many studies revealed the effects of transformational leadership on follower task performance, contextual performance, and creative performance. In terms of analysis unit, transformational leadership theory suggested that transformational leadership was associated not only with individual performance but also with group and organizational performance (Bass 1985; Conger et al. 2000; Shamir et al. 1993 ). In additional, Dvir et al. (2002) found that transformational leadership could enhance follower development and performance by a longitudinal, randomized field experiment. Tse and Chiu (2014) indicated that transformational leadership influenced employees' organizational citizenship behaviors according to hierarchical linear modeling which used data from a sample of 250 Chinese front-line employees and their immediate managers working in banks.
Transformational leadership and task performance
A great deal of evidence has confirmed that transformational leadership is positively associated with a range of outcomes in performance (Bass and Avolio 1990; Kirkpatrick and Locke 1996; Spreitzer et al. 2005 ). Nevertheless, not every study came to positive conclusions about the influence of transformational leadership on performance outcomes. For instance, according to a study by Voigtländer (2016) , transformational leadership is negatively correlated with organizational growth performance when studying the leadership of the CEO of small businesses in the US. In addition, some empirical research showed that there is no statistically significant link between transformational leadership (Kissi et al. 2013; Tosi et al. 2004 ) and performance of employees (Judge and Piccolo 2004) . Furthermore, boundary conditions and a mediating mechanism in the relationship between transformational leadership and employee performance are sufficiently recognized or appreciated by researchers (Menges et al. 2008; Menges et al. 2011; Pan and Lin 2015) . Prior research proposed that group-focused transformational leadership is positively associated with team innovation (Jiang et al. 2015) , whereas differentiated individual-focused transformational leadership is negatively related to team innovation. Li and Yuan (2017) found that the "bright side" of transformational leadership has a direct positive moderation effect, while the "dark side" has an indirect negative moderation effect via leader-leader exchange when the relationship between proactive personality and career satisfaction is empirically examined. Bednall et al. (2018) argued that the relationship between transformational leadership and follower innovative behavior is non-linear rather than having a positive linear relationship. In sum, these dual-side effects may provide clues implying the possibility of a nonlinear relationship between transformational leadership and employee task performance. However, there are few studies to demonstrate empirically the curvilinear effect of transformational leadership on employee task performance. Broadly speaking, task performance refers to the evaluation of the particular tasks and behaviors in traditional job descriptions (Williams and Anderson 1991) . Meanwhile, task performance, as an important element, is considered part of employee performance appraisal indicators of almost all organizations (Manesh and Zanjirchi 2013) .
A paradox represents contradictory yet coexisting opposing elements (Smith and Lewis 2011) . Paradoxical thinking is prevalent in Chinese management practice. The Daoist yin-and-yang symbol posits that everything is paradoxical (Ma and Tsui 2015) . Similarly, the Confucian "middle way" denotes the avoidance of polarization (Chen 2003) . In addition, dialectic worldviews accept the notion that the world is contradictory, interconnected, and constantly changing (Peng and Nisbett 1999) . Everything which exists can theoretically be both good and bad (Spencer-Rodgers et al. 2004) . Likewise, Western literature has previously suggested paradoxes in organizations (Lewis 2000; Smith and Lewis 2011; Smith and Tushman 2005) . Indeed, scholars have effectively explained organizational phenomena in practice through the paradox perspective (Schad et al. 2016) . For example, competition and cooperation (Chen 2008) , differentiation and integration (Lawrence and Lorsch 1968) , and flexibility and control (Eisenhardt et al. 2010) are important elements for the most effective organizations. In addition, earlier studies indicated that paradoxical leader behaviors in people management are most effective, including maintaining both distance and closeness, treating subordinates uniformly and distinctively and enforcing control while allowing flexibility, all of which apply a paradoxical lens to examine the behaviors of leaders (Zhang et al. 2015) . Integrating Eastern management philosophy and Western-based literature, our study explores the nature of transformational leadership by adopting the paradox perspective, which may generate new inspirations in transformational leadership research. Next, we focus on why and what of the two paradox-good and bad effects of transformational leadership on employee performance.
The law of diminishing marginal utility is pervasive in our daily life and workplace; for example, the more you travel to a place, the less novel it is. Diminishing marginal utility is initially a basic economic principle which states that as more of a product or service is consumed, the marginal benefit of the next unit decreases. If you consume too much, the marginal utility of a product or service can become negative (Easterlin 2005; Rabin et al. 2001) . Diminishing marginal utility has been further extended to the organizational management field (Dhanaraj and Beamish 2004) . In social management, once a favorable policy is issued, the management effect is often obvious in the beginning; however, as time goes by, the policy's function becomes weaker and less suitable for the need of the social management. This is why the legal and policy departments adjust and update policies at times (Robalino et al. 2009 ). It is the same within organizational management. This principle may suggest that transformational leadership and its "marginal utility" do not have a linear relationship, which means any specific change in transformational leadership will always produce a corresponding fixed value change in the "marginal utility" in the area of management.
In addition, the TMGT effect was presented by Pierce and Aguinis (2011) to account for many paradoxical and anomalous empirical results in modern organizations and management which provides additional and persuasive support for explanation of the transformational leadership influence on employees' performance. "The TMGT effect occurs when ordinarily beneficial antecedents (i.e., predictor variables) reach inflection points after which their relations with desired outcomes (i.e., criterion variables) cease to be linear and positive. Exceeding these inflection points is always undesirable because it leads either to waste (no additional benefit) or, worse, to undesirable outcomes (e.g., decreased individual or organizational performance)" (Pierce and Aguinis 2011, p. 315) . Ames and Flynn (2007) demonstrated that the assertiveness of a leader has an inverted U-shaped relationship with leadership effectiveness of employees. Similarly, Lee et al. (2016) also indicated the same relationship existing between empowering leadership and employee performance. The accumulation of quantitative changes results in qualitative changes (Olsen 2004) . Namely, the positive relationship between transformational leadership and employee task performance evolves into a negative effect of transformational leadership on employee performance. The bright and dark sides of transformational leadership would both play important roles in any situation. Shedding light on the negative side effects of transformational leadership may help explain the mixed picture of empirical findings. Beyer (1999) and Yukl (2009) stressed that negative effects of transformational and charismatic leadership have been neglected and deserve further research. Based on the abovementioned analysis, we expected that a high level of transformational leadership may lead to a decrease in employees' task performance after an inflection point.
In fact, Howell and Avolio pointed out that the "dark side" of transformational leadership has been largely ignored, and it could lead to destructive outcomes in any organization (Howell and Avolio 1992 ). Researchers and practitioners should focus more on its negative effects (Burke 2006; Villiers 2014; Walton 2014) . Transformational leaders who have great personal charm set a good example and help increase the receptivity of followers to their task (Bass 1985; Kuhnert and Lewis 1987; Wang et al. 2005 ). But this high charisma level also leads to potential hubris, boastfulness, greed for power and success, self-centeredness and a feeling of superiority (Villiers 2014; Walton 2014 ). Bass noted that transformational leaders have strong authoritarian tendencies related to excessive self-glorification and are unaccepting of criticism in order to maintain their perfect image (Bass and Avolio 1990) . That clearly reflects that they tend to overestimate their own value but undervalue that of their followers' (Bass 1999) . This feature may also shift the focus of transformational leader from supporting followers to enhancing their own public image regardless of employees' and organizations' benefits (Resick et al. 2009 ). Likewise, transformational leaders' over-confident, excessive pursuit of power and superiority could limit the effectiveness of transformational leadership on followers' performance (Walton 2014) . In addition, this is consistent with Eisenbeiss and Boerner's (2013) contention that transformational leadership increases followers' dependency on their leader because of their charisma. Employees depend on a leader's guidance and inspiration and expect to receive high identity. The situation can be compared to children who need parents' protection and security. Transformational leaders become idols and role models, whereby employees have high emotional attachment to them. As a result, followers strongly seek the leaders' recognition and express unconditional obedience to leaders, both of which inhibit their creativity (Basu and Green 1997) . Further, followers have feelings of loss which reduce their engagement and willingness to perform tasks as a result of the absence of transformational leaders.
Too much concern and consideration from transformational leadership can increase instrumental costs including a low level of employees' goal achievements and task performance (Ames and Flynn 2007) , neglecting tasks while spending more time socializing (Fleishman 1995) and even reducing their workload through the relational ties with their leaders. Providing positive feedback for employee performance may also ultimately undermine the goal (Kohn 1999) . Kohn (2001) argued that this type of feedback hinders employees' good behaviors and performance in the long run. Encouragement and praise make employees more prone to performing simple tasks in order to maintain positive comments (Kohn 1999) . They intend to finish fewer tasks to get attention and care from leaders. Kohn (2001) found that individuals who are rewarded for performing a creative task well tend to stumble at the next task. Alternatively, individualized consideration from leaders leads to followers experiencing greater psychological stress. Conversely, followers have a moral obligation to pay back according to the principle of reciprocation. Actually, perceived individualized consideration is also a mark of favoritism and inequity which can lead to relationship deterioration between leaders and followers.
Inspirational motivation, as one of the core dimensions of transformational leadership, means reshaping followers' values, attitudes and aspirations to achieve the organization's shared vision (Conger et al. 2000) . Although organizations' interests are aligned with individuals' principles, it is undeniable that there is a potential conflict between the self-interest of employees and efforts for the greater benefits for organizations. The process of achieving an organization's goals could inevitably damage followers' self-interests. Poor task performance of employees is an expression of venting their dissatisfaction because their own interests are not sufficiently satisfied. Employees may also manifest their disappointment in frequent red lights of organizational vision.
Transformational leadership emphasizes followers' potential development and innovative consciousness rather than directly taking advantage of existing values of employees (Mills and Ungson 2003) . However, too many transformational behaviors of leaders can lead to unexpected consequences such as overly empowering behaviors of leaders (Lee et al. 2016 ). Solving problems by themselves not only requires more time and energy seeking ways to conquer difficulties encountered in the process of work, but also leads to decreased efficiency in fulfilling core tasks (Mills and Ungson 2003) . More and more unmotivated employees materialize and their willingness to exert effort on task performance decreases because of the absence of oversight from transformational leaders, especially when facing uninteresting or unimportant tasks. Additionally, higher autonomy and greater responsibility may lead to additional burdens such as high standards of performance, more task allocations and expression of ideas. Then, the cost of "stimulating potential" is possibly role ambiguity, role conflict, role overload and higher work stress (Spector et al. 1988 ), all of which hinder employees to achieve optimal outcomes in their task performance (Gilboa et al. 2008) . Employees' cognition and behaviors and even the normal mode of work can be constantly changing based on a transformational leader's expectations. The influence of constantly changing the rhythm of work is directly embodied in the reduction of task performance (Summers et al. 1993) . Taking these findings and reasonings together, we hypothesize as follows:
Hypothesis 1: The relationship between transformational leadership and task performance is characterized by an inverted U-shaped relationship where transformational leadership positively impacts employee task performance to a specific point (inflection point); Beyond this point the influence of transformational leadership on employee task performance declines.
Proactive personality as a moderator
Productivity or validity of transformational leadership is not consistent but depends on followers with different personality characteristics (Gong et al. 2009; Yun et al. 2005 ). According to the major premise of social cognitive theory, human action not only results from the surrounding environment but also from personality and cognition. Weak disposition characteristics of people can be compensated for by context-related cues and personality traits also play an important role in behavioral decisions (Bandura 1999) . Leadership, as a shaping-the-working-context variable, takes compensatory effect for cognitive attitudes and behaviors of followers with particular traits (Howell and Avolio 1993; Judge et al. 2000; Judge and Piccolo 2004; Lord et al. 1986; Yukl 1989 ). For instance, Kark et al. (2003) pointed out that transformational leadership can promote greater innovation in employees with lower levels of proactive character orientation. In addition, Lepine and Van Dyne (1998) indicated that individuals with low self-efficacy may be more prone to influence by favorable situations. Similarly, desired individual personality characteristics may also compensate for the situation in a particular workplace. Grant and Sumanth (2009) found that employees with high intrinsic motivation maintain high performance even if supervisors are not favorable. Therefore, employees with certain personality traits better adapt to various degrees of transformational leadership than others (Ford and Fottler 1996) .
Proactive personality, as a stable disposition personality trait, states that people with higher proactive personality are relatively unconstrained by contextual forces, and that they identify opportunities, act on them, show initiative, and strive to bring about meaningful change (Crant 2000) . This construct is rooted in interactionism, which argues that situations are a function of the person as the person's behavior is a function of the situation (Bowers 1973) . In this research, we assume that proactive personality of employees would moderate the curvilinear relationship between transformational leadership and task performance. Specifically, transformational leadership, when it is in middle and low degrees, has a greater positive effect on task performance when employees possess a low level of proactive personality. Otherwise, excessive transformational leadership has a less negative effect on task performance when employees hold a high level of proactive personality. In sum, the person, the external environment, and behavior continuously influence one another (Bandura 1986 ). The influence of proactive personality of employees and transformational leadership are mutually complementary.
Robust evidence has demonstrated that proactive personality is strongly relevant to desired outcomes such as work engagement (Sonnentag 2003) , in-role performance (Fuller et al. 2006; Thompson 2005) , and career success (Chan 2006; Seibert et al. 1999) . Proactive people tend to maintain a strong sense of responsibility, search for opportunities to act, search for information and resources actively, and have strong needs for achievement and growth (Bateman and Crant 1993) . Further, employees with a proactive personality would expend more effort to acquire new skills and knowledge and have more personal resources and personal achievements such as self-efficacy, self-regulation and career development (Bertolino et al. 2011) . Studies in personality indicate that individuals with a high level of proactive personality have more potential productivity benefits due to being self-starters, and having change orientation and future-focused tactics in the pursuit process (Parker et al. 2010) . Specifically, compared with employees who are not proactive, employees with a proactive personality invest more self-initiated effort in setting a proactive goal and make proactive goals a reality regardless of whether the external situations are good or bad. In particular, when employees are in a challenging situation, the validity of a proactive personality is more important. Accordingly, they seize opportunities, anticipate problems and make things happen utilizing a "decisive" response pattern to the external environment.
Employees with high proactive personalities might perform better than an employee with a less proactive personality when leaders are highly transformational. At low levels of transformational leadership, employees with high proactive personality may perceive insufficient circumstances or conditions for self-development, self-growth and self-achievement. Accordingly, they expend additional effort to identify various opportunities and search for important information from other contextual factors rather than merely from leaders, which does not lead to immediate effects on task performance because of their high level of investment in other aspects of organizational outcomes (Fuller and Marler 2009; Li et al. 2010; Seibert et al. 2001) . Facing high levels of their leaders' transformational leadership such as a high degree of work arrangement, sufficient development resources and an attractive shared vision (Avolio et al. 1999; Howell and Avolio 1993; Judge and Piccolo 2004) , it can be regarded as a favorable and challenging situation to employees with high proactive personality because of their higher level self-goals, self-efficacy and self-responsibility (Felfe and Schyns 2006; Lim and Ployhart 2004) . In other words, their self-starting, orientation change and future-focused tactics are especially effective in such situations (Parker et al. 2010) . Their improving performance is influenced by support from external conditions and resources and by their internal personality, motivation and ability (Hurtz and Donovan 2000; Judge and Ilies 2002) . Employees who have a proactive personality would actively engage in developing their skills through building networks and possessing resources, expressing their needs clearly, and identifying the value and behavior orientation of transformational leadership. Proactive employees can improve their task performance dominated by strong intrinsic motivation even if a high level of transformational leadership brings out negative aspects.
In contrast, performance behaviors of employees with a low level of proactive personality are more likely to induce outside beneficial context clues (Abele and Spurk 2009 ). On the one hand, when leaders begin to perform transformational leadership such as providing personal attention based on needs, provision of resources to overcome problems and encouragement of performance (Stone et al. 2004) , employees with a low proactive personality would possess advantageous resources and support in finishing work tasks. Therefore, under the influence of transformational leadership, they can overcome work obstacles and improve work efficiency easily (Judge et al. 2005; Kim et al. 2009 ). On the other hand, employees with a low proactive personality are likely to increase their perceptions of role overload and stress beyond their working range, intentional effort, and personal ability, and even be repelled by leaders' attention when leaders participate in more transformational behaviors such as offering a high degree of trust to employees' performance, frequent interactive communication, and strong stimulation of innovation and creativity (Bunderson and Sutcliffe 2003; Dweck and Leggett 1988; Vandewalle et al. 1999) . Similarly, several empirical studies illustrate that an employee with a less proactive personality is prone to be satisfied with the status quo, "muddle along" and devote less energy to work (Bunderson and Sutcliffe 2003; Fuller et al. 2006; Thompson 2005) . In sum, we hypothesize as follows:
Hypothesis 2: Employee proactive personality positively moderates the relationship between transformational leadership and employee task performance. That is, task performance diminishes later for higher proactive personality compared to lower proactive personality. Transformational leadership has a greater positive impact on task performance when employees have a low level of proactive personality.
Study 1
Methodology
Procedure and sample
The participants are drawn from 7 companies in the manufacturing, telecommunications, and hotel industries distributed in northern area of China, including 3 five-star hotels, 2 chemical fiber factories and 2 communication service suppliers. In the present study, we use samples from multiple industries which avoids contextual constraints associated with any particular organization (Johns 2001) . In addition, the design of multiple-source data also reduces less common method bias. In the survey process, we first contacted the directors of these companies' human resources departments to request their assistance and consent to participate in this survey by means of telephone, and then requested them to set up two WeChat groups of immediate supervisors and subordinates. Each subordinate had only one immediate supervisor. Additionally, we prepared two detailed operations manuals, including steps and screenshots in order to make participants aware of how to complete the questionnaires online. Participants were told that the questionnaire was for academic research. In additional, they were also informed of the confidentiality of their responses. The completed questionnaires were collected by the researchers via WeChat, a widely used instant communication tool in China, in order to alleviate participants' potential concern about the exposure of their answers. Employees opened the questionnaires designated for subordinates to start the answering process. Then each employee received a unique pairing code that we allocated when they finished the questionnaire, and there were notified to send the pairing code to their immediate supervisors. According to this pairing code, supervisors opened the supervisor questionnaires to complete them.
The survey used the time-lagged design. The data were collected at two points of time, with a three-month interval. During Part 1, the measure of transformational leadership, proactive personality and demographic information was completed by subordinates; we received 308 questionnaires which could be used in subsequent analysis. During Part 2 (3 months later), the measures of employees' task performance was completed by immediate supervisors. After deleting the questionnaires with unmatched leader-employee pairs and incomplete answers, 209 supervisor-subordinate dyads were used in the present study, yielding a 59.7% response rate. Specifically, 79 samples came from the hotel industry, 66 samples were from chemical fiber factories and 64 participants worked in the telecommunication industry. The average age of employees in our sample (n = 209) was 28.63 years old, and 98 (46.89%) were males. 60.47 (in months) was their average organizational seniority. 7.2% of them had a master's degree or higher, 59.8% of them had a bachelor's degree, and 21.5% of them had graduated from college.
Measures
Prior to implementing the survey, to ensure meaning equivalence between English and Chinese, first we selected a back-translation (Brislin 1980) process to design the Chinese version of this questionnaire. All measures adopted in the research were translated from English to Chinese by a bilingual researcher, and then the responses were translated back into English.
Transformational leadership
Transformational leadership was measured with 14 items from Kirkman et al. (2009) . The questionnaire generated scores based on following four dimensions: charismatic influence (e.g., "Provides a good model for me to follow"), individualized consideration (e.g., "Acts without considering my feeling"), inspirational motivation (e.g., "Has a clear understanding of where we are going") and intellectual stimulation (e.g., "Has stimulated me to rethink the way I do things"). Responses ranged from 1 (Strongly disagree) to 7 (Strongly agree). The Cronbach's alpha for this complete scale was 0.948.
Proactive personality
To measure proactive personality, we used the 6-item scale developed by Bateman and Crant (1993) . Items are on a 5-point Likert scale, ranging from 1 (disagree) to 5 (agree). Sample items included "If I see something I don't like, I fix it" and "No matter what the odds, if I believe in something I will make it happen." The Cronbach's alpha for the complete scale was 0.751.
Task performance
We assessed task performance using 11-item scale developed by Tsui et al. (1997) . The direct leader assessed the subordinates' task performance on a 7-point Likert scale. Responses ranged from 1 (strongly disagree) to 7 (strongly agree). Sample items were "Employee's quantity of work is higher than average" and "Employee's standards of work quality are higher than formal standards for this job." In this research, the Cronbach's alpha for the complete scale was 0.972.
Control variables
We controlled for some pivotal variables such as employees' demographic variables included gender, organizational seniority, age, and education level that could affect the result. These variables were controlled in the process of data analysis. Prior research has suggested that those variables were related to task performance (Carter et al. 2013; Chan et al. 2013; Maslyn and Uhl-bien 2001) . Gender as a dichotomous variable was measured and coded as 1 for male and 0 for female. The measure of organizational seniority was the number of months a participant had been in the current job, and age was evaluated in years. Education level was viewed as a continuous variable which encoded ranging from 0 (junior high school or below) to 7 (master's degree or higher).
Analysis and results
To avoid the existing possibility of common method bias in the current study, we adopted the multiple-source data and time-lagged design following recommendations proposed in the literature by Podsakoff et al. (2012) . In addition, the confidentiality of participants' responses and personal information was strictly maintained. Harman's one-factor analysis demonstrated that no single factor occurs and no single factor accounts for > 50% of the variance of all the relevant items. Based on the above, the results indicate that a common method bias is not a concern in the research.
Confirmatory factor analyses
Before hypotheses testing, we first conducted CFA (Mplus) procedures to verify the distinctiveness of the three variables included in the present research: transformational leadership, proactive personality and task performance. According to sub-dimension of transformational leadership, parceling was used. As is shown in Table 1 = 0.688, RMSEM = 0.168, SRMR = 0.125), the baseline model, namely, the 3-factor model, offers a significant improvement. As such, we selected the three constructs for our analyses. Cronbach's alpha coefficients of 0.70 or higher. Based on the bivariate associations, transformational leadership is statistically significantly correlated to task performance.
Descriptive analysis
Difference tests
In consideration of the case that our data came from different industries and organizations, we need to conduct an aggregation test in order to ensure the validity of multilevel modeling analysis. Specifically, the aggregation test was to examine whether employees in the different organizations and industries were significantly differentiated. We first adopted one-way ANOVA analysis and the results (F (6, 202) = 1.687, p > 0.05; F (2, 202) = 1.737, p > 0.05) demonstrates that there are no significant variations of task performance in different organizations and industries, respectively. We also tested inter-rater reliability among members of different organizations and industries by calculating intra-class correlation coefficients (ICC), respectively, where ICC (1) represents the ratio of between-group variance to total variance, and ICC (2) represents the reliability of the group mean (Bliese 2000) . The results of intra-class correlations among organizations and industries are (ICC (1) = 0.02, ICC (2) = 0.41) and (ICC (1) = 0.01, ICC (2) = 0.42). The acceptable standard of ICC (1) and ICC (2) are ICC (1) > 0.05 and ICC (2) > 0.5 (Klein et al. 2000) . Therefore, according to those unsupportive indices, it is infeasible to use the HLM model for analysis.
Hypotheses testing
In order to test our hypotheses, we need to specify and estimate the following regression models. First, we tested the possibility of non-linearity (H1) in the relationship between transformational leadership and task performance as follows:
where TL 2 i = TL i × TL i , supporting the inverted U-shaped relationship between transformational leadership and task performance must satisfy the following conditions: β 0 and β 1 > 0; β 2 < 0.
Then, we tested our second hypothesis for the role of proactive personality in moderating the relationship between transformational leadership and employee task performance. Based on the approach of Baron and Kenny (1986) , we added the moderator variable (proactive personality) to Eq. (2), as follows: 
where β i s are regression coefficients of equations and β 4 and β 5 are the coefficients of the interaction terms, respectively. If either β 4 and/or β 5 are statistically significant, H2 is supported. Eq. (1) tests the direct and linear relationship between transformational leadership and employees' task performance. Eq. (2) signifies the curvilinear relationship between transformational leadership and employees' task performance (H1). Eq. (3) tests the moderating role of proactive personality on the transformational leadership and employees' task performance (H2). This method is widely used to assess curvilinear relationships in management research (Burnett et al. 2015; Lechner et al. 2010; Zettler and Lang 2015) . We followed hierarchical regression analysis using SPSS software, and the independent variables (transformational leadership) and proactive personality variables were all mean-center for testing the interaction effects to reduce potential multicollinearity problems (Aiken and West 1994) . Table 3 presents the results of the regression analyses.
Hypothesis 1 suggests that the relationship between transformational leadership and task performance is U-shaped. We used Janssen's (2001) 3-step procedure. In the first step, we entered the four control variables; namely, gender, age, seniority and education (Model 1). In the second step, transformational leadership was included (Model 2). In the third step, transformational leadership squared was included (Model 3). As shown Step 1 in Table 3 (Model 3), the squared term for task performance is also significant (β = − 0.268, p < 0.01). β 2 is statistically-significant and satisfies the a priori inverted U-shaped relationship condition, with β 2 < 0 in the equations. Thus, Hypothesis 1 is supported; namely, there is an inverted U-shaped relationship between transformational leadership and task performance (see Fig. 1 ). Hypothesis 2 predicts that a proactive personality moderates the curvilinear relationship between transformational leadership and task performance. In Model 5, proactive personality, its interaction with transformational leadership and the product of proactive personality and transformational leadership squared were all included. The parameter estimate of β 5 is not statistically significant, while the parameter estimate of β4 is statistically significant; thereby satisfying the condition for the moderation hypothesis. Thus, Hypothesis 2 is supported. In additional, in order to clearly reveal the moderating effect of employees' proactive personality on the inverted U-shaped relationship between transformational leadership and task performance, we plotted the interaction in Fig. 2 and calculated the simple slopes (− 1 SD; + 1 SD) using the Johnson-Neyman technique developed by Bauer and Curran (2005) . The result of the simple slopes test is that simple slope is not significant from 0 when moderating variable-proactive personality is within its change range.
As shown in Fig. 2 , we verified the interaction effect of proactive personality, while transformational leadership and employee task performance has a non-monotonic relationship across proactive personality; the inflection point where transformational leadership starts to have a negative effect on task performance is found at higher levels of transformational leadership for those with a high proactive personality than those with a low proactive personality. Overall, Hypothesis 2 is supported.
Study 2
Study 2 was conducted to test all of our hypotheses again, to replicate the findings of Study 1 in a bank context, and corroborate our results across studies (Mathison 1988 ; 
Methodology
Participants and procedure
In Study 2, 168 employees with only one immediate supervisor, working in the Bank of China, Qinhuangdao Branch, were recruited. Fifty-five immediate supervisors of those employees also participated in the survey. Electronic survey data collection occurred in two waves. In the first wave, we collected demographic information, transformational leadership and a measure of proactive personality from employees. In the second wave, which began 2 weeks following the end of the first wave, we collected demographic information and employees' task performance from supervisors. In the survey process, the purpose of the survey being to commit to academic research, confidentiality of personal information and answers, and operation manuals were all expounded upon in detail within a WeChat group. In addition, we provided some rewards in the WeChat group to encourage participants to fill out the questionnaires. Employees opened the subordinate questionnaires to start their answers. Then, each employee received a unique pairing code that we allocated when they finished the questionnaires, and their immediate supervisors were notified of the pairing code of each employee. Supervisors could open the supervisor questionnaires to complete questions after receiving the pairing code from their subordinates. As a result, 139 supervisor-subordinate data were gained across the two waves. For subordinates participating in the study, 82 (59%) were women. The average age of employees was approximately 30 years old. The average tenure with the organization was 70.46 months and the average tenure within the career was 82.45 months. 88.5% of them had a college degree or higher. 
Measures
Study 2 used scales and items also used in Study 1.
Control variables
Similar to Study 1, we controlled for employees' age, gender, organizational tenure, and level of education. Additionally, we controlled for career tenure. Gender was measured and coded as 1 for male and 0 for female. The measure of organizational tenure was the number of months a participant had been in the current organization and career, and age was evaluated in years. Education was viewed as a continuous variable which was encoded ranging from 1 (junior high school or below) to 5 (doctoral degree).
Analysis and results
The result of Harman's single factor test shows that no single factor emerges and no single factor accounts for > 50% of the variance of all the relevant items. Specifically, an exploratory factor analysis of all items explains 75.90% of the total variance and the largest factor accounts for only 38.17% of the variance. Therefore, common method bias is not a major question in the study. Second, we conducted a series of confirmatory factor analyses in order to test whether the discriminate validity of constructs in this study was adequate. The results are shown in Table 4 . The three-factor model fits the data well, χ 2 /df = 1.865, CFI = 0.922, TLI = 0.915, RMSEA = 0.079 and SRMR = 0.062. Third, descriptive statistics, including observed variable means, standard deviations, correlations and reliability coefficients, are presented in Table 5 . Transformational leadership is positively related to task performance. Cronbach's alpha coefficients of transformational leadership, proactive personality and task performance are 0.937, 0.819 and 0.969 respectively, which signifies that all of them have good reliability.
Finally, the results of regression analyses are shown in Table 6 . As shown in Table 6 , the coefficient for the transformational leadership quadratic term is significant (β = − 0.279, p < 0.05, Model 3). Thus, there is a curvilinear relationship between transformational leadership and employee task performance. In addition, Fig. 3 shows an inverted U-shaped relationship between transformational leadership and employee task performance. Thus, Hypothesis 1 is supported.
Then, we tested the moderating influence of employees' proactive personality on the relationship between transformational leadership and task performance. In Model 5, we found that the squared interaction term TL 2 i × PP i , and the interaction term TL i × PP i are both statistically significant; thereby satisfying the condition for the moderation hypothesis (H2). Hypothesis 2 is supported. Furthermore, we performed simple slope analysis, with the result of plotting interaction shown in Fig. 4 . 
Discussion
The main purpose of this study is to investigate the nature of the relationship between transformational leadership and employees' task performance. Our results suggest that the effects of transformational leadership are not a simple linear relationship but are more complicated; specifically, transformational leadership has an inverted U-shaped relationship with employees' task performance in the work space. This study is to question this conventional view of the positive relation between transformational leadership and task performance and develops the curvilinear association in the relationship mentioned above. After reaching an inflection point, the positive influence of transformational leadership diminishes. Furthermore, drawing upon social cognitive theory, we demonstrate that employees' proactive personality plays a statistically significant moderating role on the transformational leadership-task performance relationship. 
Theoretical contributions
The findings of this study contribute to the existing literature in at least three ways. Firstly, this paper extends the understanding about the role of transformational leadership on employee performance. We challenge the notion that transformational leadership, regarded as a desirable leadership style, leads to more ideal work outcomes (Aryee et al. 2012; Walumbwa et al. 2008; Wang et al. 2005) . By adopting a paradox perspective, TMGT effect, and the principle of diminishing marginal utility, the study explains that the influence of transformational leadership on employee task performance is more complex than the simple linear relationship conventionally assumed in previous studies. A curvilinear relationship is uncovered in this study between transformational leadership and employee task performance. Paradox offers a novel and valuable perspective for examining the nature of leadership (Eisenhardt 2000; Lewis et al. 2000) . Transformational leadership's two sides coexist, both angel and devil. Integrating the TMGT effect (Pierce and Aguinis 2013) , and the principle of diminishing marginal utility, we clearly explain the paradoxical influence process of transformational leadership. This study also responds to the call that researchers should focus more on the negative effects of transformational leaders (Tourish and Pinnington 2002) . In accordance with Edwards and Berry (2010) , theories should contain greater specificity in order to make progress. The use of the TMGT effect and the principle of diminishing marginal utility in literature on transformational leadership expands and tests the applicative range of the principle of diminishing marginal utility and the TMGT effect in organizational management, respectively. Our findings also provide evidence that an intermediate level of transformational leadership may produce optimal and best task performance of employees. Secondly, our study extends the transformational leadership approach by identifying the role of proactive personality in leadership effectiveness. Based on social cognitive theory, our study finds that proactive personality positively moderates the curvilinear relationship between transformational leadership and task performance. Employees with a high degree of proactive personality prefer a challenging situation, and better cope with a high degree of work arrangement, work load and sufficient resources under high levels of transformational leadership. Therefore, when employees have a higher level of proactive personality, the inflection point of the curvilinear relationship is delayed. The level of individual proactive personality needs to be considered as an important influential factor in predicting transformational leadership effectiveness and productivity; however, research which directly examines the interactional effects between transformational leadership and proactive personality on employees' performance outcomes is scare . In order to fill the gaps of previous research, we include employees' proactive personality as a moderator in our model. Thus, employee personality traits can play a critical role in practicing transformational leadership and follower characteristics should be understood before determining the level of transformational leadership.
Thirdly, in terms of predicting and improving employee performance research, the leadership research rarely recognizes meaningful individual differences among employees and the significant influence of leadership has been largely overlooked in previous studies of personality (Howell and Shamir 2005; Ostroff and Bowen 2016; Uhl-bien et al. 2004 ). The research, including most studies on leader-based effects for subordinates' attitudes and behaviors and follower-based effects for themselves, has emphasized one side of actors (leaders or followers themselves), concluding that it is valid. However, we respond to the repeated calls for focusing on followers' role in leadership research (Shamir 2007; Uhl-Bien et al. 2014 ) and focusing on leaderships' role in the follower personality literature (Ostroff and Bowen 2016) . This study bridges the gap by integrating the effect of leadership and employees' personality on employees' task performance. Accordingly, our study directly examines the effects of interaction between transformational leadership and proactive personality on employee task performance. The results provide a deeper, richer portrait of organizational life-one that acknowledges the influence of individuals' trait on the individual behaviors, and the influence of leader on individual activities (Klein et al. 2000) . This study is thus an extension of the research on task performance which is limited to a single visual angle that ignores influence from other factors.
Practical implications
Beyond theoretical contributions to the leadership literature, this study provides some meaningful practical suggestions. Firstly, this study indicates that the influence of transformational leaders on follower task performance could become negative upon exceeding a certain threshold. Therefore, transformational leadership is a mixed blessing for organizations. It would be beneficial for organizations to recognize the positive effects of transformational leadership as well as its negative aspects and to adopt the transformational leadership style with a balanced view. Maintaining balanced elements in transformational leadership such as distance and closeness with their followers, controlling work processing and making space for self-development is beneficial for employees' performance in the organizations (Zhang et al. 2015) . Leaders with excessive transformational behaviors appear to cause additional role burden and psychological pressure on the employees. Accordingly, organizations should provide opportunities through which employees could communicate with their leaders and colleagues at social gatherings or other recreational activities. Similarly, it is advisable that organizations offer psychological counseling for employees, give several additional days off per month for relaxation, and encourage employees to pursue further self-development or self-actualization. Additionally, this study suggests that employees' proactive personality has a great influence on the cognition of transformational leadership behaviors. Consistent with evidence in personnel selection (Akgunduz et al. 2018) , the selection of appropriate employees based on their proactivity appears to be effective for organizations. Managers need to consider employees' personality traits for leadership effectiveness and employees' personality characteristics should be matched with suitable leadership. Thus, organizations should design and develop scientific recruitment and selection procedures which take into consideration potential employees' personality traits.
Limitations and further research
Several limitations of this study should be noted. First, considering the design of cross-sectional research, our findings may not be able to completely explain the causality in the current study. Therefore, future research should utilize longitudinal data or adopt an approach called the design of experiments to ensure the results reflect causation clearly. Second, the study samples are selected by the convenience sampling method rather than random sampling because of the limitation of human, material and financial resources and other factors, although this method has been widely adopted by previous studies. Due to the possibility that the convenience sample may produce errors, future research can provide sufficient representative samples to further increase the credibility and universality of the conclusions. In addition, we collect data only from China and could thus not avoid country context constraints. Data sets from other countries, especially Western countries, will be needed to validate the universality of our study's results. Meanwhile, no significant difference is discovered among organizations and industries due to the small sample size (7 organizations and 3 different Chen et al. Frontiers of Business Research in China (2018) industries). Future research could also consider organization and industry as influential factors using multilevel analysis, and collect a greater number of samples from more organizations in different industries (Wen and Chiou 2009 ). Finally, this study only explores whether proactive personality moderates the relationship between transformational leadership and employee task performance. For greater breadth from both theoretical and empirical perspectives, future research can investigate the effect of work characteristics, employees' emotion or motivation, and organizational characteristics as boundary conditions on the performance expression of transformational leadership in order to understand profoundly behavioral outcomes implied in the influence process of transformational leadership. Similarly, considering that transformational leadership theories have been used to predict various organizational outcomes, the analytical framework may be extended to other outcomes, such as organizational citizenship behavior and employees' creativity. Future empirical research is needed to test the above assumptions.
